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WHAT THE RESEARCH SAYS 

Non-verbal communication, including hand gestures, can have a big positive impact 

on the message a child receives. Seeing a meaningful hand gesture accompanying a 

spoken message can improve children’s understanding of the message’s meaning. 

Gesture Types 

Gestures that we use need to be meaningful, and clearly related to the message we are 

conveying. It is not the same as ‘talking with your hands’. Meaningful gestures include 

pointing movements (such as pointing to a ball), concrete actions (such as ‘throwing’ a 

ball) and concrete objects (such as gesturing the shape of a ball). These gestures will 

be more effective at conveying the message than generic hand movements that are not 

connected to the content of the verbal speech. 

Verbal Content 

Watching gestures can help children understand many different types of messages, for example, narrative content 

(stories), spatial directions (walking a route), and emotional content. Research has found that children have a deeper 

understanding of the verbal language used when we connect our words with meaningful and related gestures. 

Gestures Increase Attention 

Research using eye tracking technology has found that children focus their attention more closely on a speaker when their 

verbal language is accompanied by relevant gestures. Children with Autism, who struggle with verbal communication, 

showed increased attention to a narrator, and increased understanding of the story, when the narrator used gestures. 

Environment Matters 

Gestures accompanying verbal communication have been found to have a stronger impact when there is background 

noise, particularly for individuals with poorer non-verbal memory skills. Children are known to have difficulty with 

remembering verbal instructions, and this increases when these instructions are delivered in a noisy environment (such as 

a classroom), where distractions influence the ability for a child to attend to, and therefore remember 

instructions/messages. 

Intuition Counts 

Research has found that while there are a range of gestures that can be used to support and extend a verbal message, the 

most successful gesture is the one that is ‘most natural’. Just because two gestures depict the same idea, they are not 

necessarily equal in their ability to communicate effectively. 

PUTTING IT INTO PRACTICE 

Educators and parents can implement non-verbal communication strategies to support children’s understanding of 

content in a few key ways: 

• Make your gestures directly relate to what you are saying – meaningful gestures that are relevant to the verbal content 

contribute to and impact understanding 

• Gestures can be used not only for verbal instruction but also for stories, explanation of activities, and in general day-

to-day communication 

• Use your intuition – try not to overthink the ‘best’ gesture to use, the most natural will be more effective 
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